Introduction
Historically, incorporating student interests, appropriately challenging curriculum, meaningful choices, and enjoyment has been advocated in designing learning experiences for gifted students. Extending these dimensions to all students as a means for improving education frequently has been called for in recent years (Bloom, 1985; Goodlad, 1984; Hopfenberg & Levin, 1993; Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1997; Siavin, 1984; Tomlinson & Callahan, 1992 ; U. S. Department of Education, 1993; Williams, 1986) . Although student attitudes toward school have been tied to school success and achievement, historically their measurement has been infrequent due, in part, to the lack of suitable instrumentation {Haladyna & Thomas, 1979) . Although a review of the literature revealed many student-attitude measures, the vast majority were subject specific; only a small number were concerned with attitudes toward school or class in general (e.g., Arlin I 976; Masters, 1974; Meier, 1974) , and none addressed the dimensions identified in the prcsent studty. Instrumentation for collectively assessing middle school student perceptions of interest, Marcia Gentrv is Associate Professor of Education at Minnesota State University, Mankato. Robert K. Gable is Emeritus Professor at University of Connecticut, Storrs. fournal for the Education of the Gifted. Vol. 24, No. 4, 2001, pp. 322-343. Copyright 02001 The Association for the Gifted, Reston, VA 20191-1589. challenge, choice, and enjoyment in their classrooms was not found in the literature. Given the connection of these dimensions to motivation and learning, such instrumentation would clearly be valuable to those engaged in research, reflection, school-improvement efforts, or some combination of these conditions. It would be especially useful to those involved in education of the gifted and talented since the dimensions measured often serve as the basis of gifted education programs. The present study extends a previous exploratory pilot study of a similar instrument iGentry, Maxfield, & Gable, 1998) as well as recent work with an elementary sample of students who responded to the instrument in this study (Gentry, Rizza, & Gable, 2001 ). This current study presents results of confirmatory factor analysis, item response theory analyses, and internal consistency reliability estimates from a national sample of middle school students (N = 1,523).
Literature Review
Middle school students are faced with a variety of problems associated with adolescence. Perhaps the single biggest challenge middle school educators face is maintaining the interest and motivation of students during the middle school years when there is often a drop in academic performance, interest in school, and motivation (Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Eccles & Midgley, 1989) . Some researchers have gone so far as to suggest that the middle school years are the critical years in determining whether students will, in fact, succeed in school and in life.
School investment during the middle grades may have serious and enduring effects on shaping career patterns and life choices. That this lack of investment all too often eventuates in dropping out of school before graduation is disturbing, if not frightening; consequently, we are left to ponder how much of the decline in motivation is attributable to factors over which the school has a significant degree of control. (Anderman & Maehr, 1994, p. 289) The dimensions of Interest, Challenge, Choice, and Enjoyment have often been advocated as the basis for gifted and talented student programming (Gallagher, 1985; Gentry, 1999; Maker, 1982; Parke, 1989; Passow, 1982; Renzulli, 1978 Renzulli, , 1994 Ward, 1980) and have been identified as key components to maintaining student motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Schiefele, 1991; Tobias, 1994) . Further, recent ca]ls for school reform have suggested that pedagogy from gifted education be used to improve general education programs (Bloom, 1985; Gentry; Goodlad, 1984; H[opfenberg & Levin, 1993; Reis, Gentry, & Park, 1995; Renzulli, 1994; Schlichter, 1986; Slavin, 1984; Tomlinson & Callahan, 1992; U.S. Department of Education, 1993; Williams, 1986) . Renzulli suggested two reasons for using gifted education practices to improve general education: the lack of success of the remedial-oriented compensatory education practices and programs and the success of the practices developed in gifted education programs. The application of gifted program know-how to general education is supported by a wide variety of research on human abilities (Bloom, 1985; Gardner, 1983; Sternberg, 1985) .
Both James (1890) and Dewey (1913) suggested that interest was key to learning and developing children's abilities. Not only have theorists from gifted education suggested that students' interests should drive programming (Gallagher, 1985; Maker, 1982; Passow, 1982; Renzulli, 1978 Renzulli, , 1994 Ward, 1980) , but Good and Brophy (1987) suggested that all students, regardless of their achievement levels or background, should have the opportunity to explore their interests. Other researchers have suggested that much can be learned about intrinsic motivation by studying student interests (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Schiefele, 1991; Tobias, 1994) . Hootstein (1994) suggested making learning relevant and interesting to middle school students by relating learning to students' needs, interests, concerns, and experiences and by encouraging students to pursue their own interests. This is especially important because many middle school students view school as uninteresting .
C1hallenge is essential for a quality education that will help ensure that students reach their potential (Bloom, 1985; Shore, Cornell, Robinson, & Ward, 1991; Vygotsky, 1962) . The need for challenging gifted middle school students is well documented (Tomlinson, 1992) . However, Tomlinson acknowledged the continued influence of the largely refuted theory of brain periodicity (Epstein, 1974) on middle school writings, which thereby encourages concrete, low-level learning that may be counterproductive to the academic and affective development of these students. Further, in a study of the differences in motivation and learning of resilient and nonresilient Latino middle school students, Waxman, Huang, and Padron (1997) suggested that to increase self-efficacy, teachers need to recognize and demand academic performance as well as increase access to academically challenging programs for at-risk students. The federal government continues to call for setting more challenging curriculum standards and for providing all students with more challenging opportunities to learn (U. S. Department of Education, 1993) ; however, research indicates that challenge is lacking in many schools Goodiad, 1984; Reis et al., 1993; Westberg, Archambault, Dobyns, & Salvin, 1993) . Eccles and Midgley (1989) suggested that teachers should have high expectations for the academic performance of middle school youth.
Choice is a simple yet powerful motivator that is often recommended to enhance student learning (Bloom, 1985; Dewey, 1913 Dewey, , 1916 Gardner, 1991; Goodlad, 1984; Holt, 1983; Renzulli & Reis, 1997; Shore et al., 1991; Wang & Lindvall, 1984) . Offering choices and autonomy to middle school students as a means of increasing motivation is a recurring theme that emerges in the adolescent literature 1 Ames, 1992; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Eccles & Midgley, 1989) . Choices are important both in content and in grouping arrangements, and students should be given choices regarding group assignments and whether they work alone or with others (Robinson, 1991; Rogers, 1991) . Eccles and Midgley suggested providing students choices and input into class discussions. As youth enter adolescence, there is a struggle for autonomy and freedom, and educators might consider using this need as a means of reaching students rather than as a problem that must be controlled. Providing a variety of choices to middle school students can promote ownership and control of learning as well as enhance relevance, achievement, and belonging. Providing an engaging, enjoyable learning environment is another means of positively influencing student learning and student involvement (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Dewey, 1916; Renzulli, 1994; Schiefele, 199 1). Currier (1986) suggested that middle school students need to explore real issues and have an impact on their world. She recommended that middle schools offer choice, inquiry, and a variety of high-interest activities that address individual differences among students while facilitating student learning by helping students plan, follow these plans, and self-evaluate. In following such suggestions, it may be possible to create an enjoyable learning environment that retrains attractive to middle school students.
As demonstrated by Roeser and Eccles (1 998), adolescents' school perceptions were significant predictors of their academic and psychological adjustment at the end of eighth grade. When they enter middle school, many youth perceive school as uninteresting and unimportant . Further, as suggested by the literature, changes in the learning environment that occur from elementary school to middle school may affect the changes in the academic motivation, achievement, and behavior of students (Eccles et al., 1993; Midgley, Anderman, & Hicks, 1995) . Haladyna and Thomas (1979) identified a sharp decline in student attitudes in all subject areas between grades 6 and 8. Deci and Ryan ,1985) suggested that providing opportunities for autonomy and participation in learning may have a Dositive influence on adolescents' motivation, behavior, and psychological well-being. Clearly, the dimensions of interest, challenge, choice, and enjoyment are important areas to consider when educating adolescents. Further, in education, there is emphasis placed on those things that can be measured. Therefore, this instrument has the potential to help schools set goals and increase learning within classrooms by focusing on areas that have strong theoretical ties to learning. It is important that, during educationalreform efforts, student attitudes, perceptions, and opinions be sought-something too seldom done. After all, the students are the ones who experience learning in school firsthand. By looking to the students in a valid and reliable format, perhaps changes can be made to affect positively adolescents' educational experiences.
Method

Sample
The sample was drawn from the collaborative school districts with the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented (NRC/GT, at the University of Connecticut. From the database of collaborative schools, middle schools were identified and then sorted into categories of Rural, Urban, or Suburban, based on their federal classification. Five of each type of school were randomly selected, and letters describ'ing the study were sent to contact persons who could then elect to participate. The advantages of using these schools were many: They have volunteered to cooperate with the NRC/CT in research projects, their demographics are on file, they exist in every state, and they represent every form of school district, including rural and urban. The grades 6-8 middle school sample included studlents from 61 teachers (in subjects including social sciences, language arts, science, and math), from eight schools (one urban, five suburban, two rural), in five states from the northeastern, midwestern, southern, and western United States. There were a total of seven separate school districts involved, as one of the suburban schools provided data from two middle schools. The sample for the present study consisted of 1,523 students and was primarily Caucasian (83%). Other groups represented were African Americans (5%), Asian Americans (9%), and Hispanic Americans (2%). Fifty-one percent of the sample was male and 49% was female.
InstrumentatLion
A pilot study was condtucted to develop the instrumrent, My Class Activities. Data from this study, including content and construct validity information, were used to revise the instrument for the present, more extensive study and construct validation (Gcntry, Maxfield, & Gable, 1998) . The instrument contains 31 items responded to on a 5-point frequency scale (never, seldom, sometimes, often, always) and assesses four dimensions identified through the literature: Interest, Challenge, Choice, and Enjoyment.
Data Collectioni Procedures
Contact persons from each district administered in-school surveys to the 61 classrooms. Contact persons were used for two reasons. First, to help ensure uniformity in the administration of the instrument, each contact person followed the same set o' directions and administered the instrument in school to classrooms of students, resulting in a 100% return rate for all students present during the administration. Second, by using contact persons who informed students that their teachers would not see their responses, students were more likely to answer honestly than if the instrument had been administered by their teachers. Student demographics were collected from classroom teachers and included sex, ethnicity, special programming, and achievement levels.
Results and Discussion
Validity Evidence for (onstruct interpretation: Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The area of construct validity addresses the extent that certain explanatory concepts (i.e., constructs) explain covariation in the responses to the items in the survey (Gable & Wolf, 1993) . Whereas the support for content validity was judgmental in nature (i.e., literature-based and opinions of content experts), the examination of construct validity was empirically based on the data obtained from the middle school respondents.
While several empirical techniques are available for the ongoing process of examining construct validity, a confirmatory factor analysis approach was chosen for this analysis, and the LISREL statistical program was employed to analyze the data 4Jorcskog & Sorbom, 1989) . This procedure required the researchers to first identify (i.e., hypothesize) the literature-based item-dimension assignments used in the survey. The analysis then examined how well the data fit the hypothesized model. Overall model fit and each item's conitribution to the respective dimension were examined. Table I contains the standardized weights for the items assigned to each of the four dimensions. With the exception of items 17 and 19, cach of the weights is sufficiently high with a minimum t value of 11.41 to indicate that the items fit the hypothesized model. Bentler (1 990) has suggested that the Tucker-Lewis and goodness of fit indices ideally should be close to 1.0. Our values of .88 and .87, respectively, suggest adequate model fit. Ideally, the root mean square residual should be less than .05 for a good fit, less than .08 for a reasonable fit, and never larger than 1.0. Our value of .09 indicates a near-reasonable fit. Overall, our various fit statistics suggest near reasonable fit of the data to the hypothesized model. While we categorize these indices as near reasonable, they do provide us with adequate support for the model fit for these types of affective items and data. This information, along with the evaluation of the modification indices, suggested that the construct validity of the proposed four-factor solution could be supported for these data.
A further examination of construct validity using item response theory was carried out. First, we empirically examine the adequacy of the definition of each construct. Second, we present model-fit data regarding how well the 5-point frequency response scale worked for these items and respondents.
Validity Evidence for Construlct Interpretation: Item Response Th eory
Adequacy of Cornstrzct Definition. The one-parameter Rasch latent trait analysis was run using the FACETS program (Linacre, 1999) . This analysis was employed to examine further the construct validity issue regarding meaningful score interpretations. This item response theory technique is important because it addresses the adequacy with which the attitude continuum underlying each variable i.e., construct) was assessed by the respective items. More complete score interpretations are possible when the items defining the construct are differentiated or spread across the respective attitude continuum.
Variable maps showing the positions of items for each dimension were developed. Figures 1-4 contain the variable maps for each of the four dimensions. In each figure, the left column labeled "Measure" contains the scale values for each item in logits. This functions like a vertical ruler, defining the affective continuum. These logits operate like a standard score indicating where the items are located on the affective continuum. Scale values, or difficulty indices, toward the top of the map are those most difficult to agree with, whereas those toward the bottom are least difficult to agree with. The item locations on the logit scale are most important for this discussion. A good example of the difficulty-index concept can be found in Figure 2 for the Challenge dimension. Item 1 7, "This class is difficult," was the most difficult item for people to agree with, whereas item 15, "I am challenged to do my best in class," was the easiest to agree with. These difficulty indices allow us to examine how well the items span the attitude contilnuum, which we refer to as how well the construct being assessed has been differentiated.
The differentiation of an attitude construct is important because only with such differentiation can we contribute meaningful construct validity information to our score interpretations. Hence, differentiation leads to more complete score interpretations, which are IM: the heart of the construct validity issue. The differentiation of the attitude construct can be examined through the spread of the itemscale values across the attitude continuum. The spread of the items within the dimensions was quite good for the Challenge and Choice dimensions depicted in Figures 2 and 3 . It is easier for us to describe a high-and low-scoring person on these dirrensions because we have a more comprehensive understanding of the construct through the content of the respective items.
From the Student's Perspective My Class Activities
Less definition of the construct was fo-und for the Interest and Enjoyment itemns in Figures I and 4 . In these situations, items appearing at the same locations on the attitude continuum do not really add new information for differentiating the meaning of high-and lowscoring people. For example, the Interest dimension illustrated in Figure 1 contains six items with relatively the same logit values on the underlying attitude continuum. Examination of the content of these items indicates that they all assess the general interest concept (see Table 1 ). On the other hand, item 8, "My class has helped me explore my interests," and item 5, "The teacher involves me in interesting learning activities," tap different and more specific aspects of the interest construct. This is not to say that these two items are bad items in that they contribute to a multidimensional construct. We have evidence through the previously presented con-HE:
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.; geasure C t: : aSES 0 2 024 0 10E j tr: t: t: firmatory factor analysis and the alpha reliability analyses of the data to be presented in the next section that the items contribute empirically to the naming of the factor. These items are, in fact, good items because they allow us to gain a finer interpretation of the construct as we seek to understand the meaning of high-or low-scoring people. The remaining six items defining this dimension did not provide us with this expanded interpretation.
Frequency Response Categories. The ability of the response data to define adequately the dimension is related to the utility of the response categories employed. Two aspects of the data should be examined. First, we need to know if people have used the entire response continuum. Using a 5-point frequency response format with most respondents selecting only one or two of the options would restrict the ability of the item to correlate with other items. In this situation, the factor analysis and alpha reliability analysis would most likely not provide meaningful and supportive findings. Second, and rarely studied, is the issue of the ordered steps in the response continuum. A step is defined as the transition on the 5-point Likert-type scale from, say, a rating of 1 = never to 2 = seldom. We should not merely assume that people perceive the response categories to be an ordered set of numbers. We need to examine the response options for the frequency response categories to confirm if we have an ordered attitude continuum where higher responses correspond to higher levels of agreement.
Table 2 presents data that allow us to examine the utility of the frequency response categories. On the left side of the table, the 5-point response options are listec, followed by the frequency and percent of people selecting each option. Note that these frequerncies seenm large because all of the items defining the dimensions are used. The column labeled "Fit" contains the average logit scale score for each group of people selecting the respective option (i.e., step thresholdj. First, we exami-ne the frequency and percents and note that the rnever 1) option is selected least often for all dimensions, but all of the options are being used by respondents.
Of greatest importance to the item response theory analysis, we confirm that, for all dimensions, the mcan logit fit statistics increase with each higher category. For example, for the Interest dumension, the statistics for response options never (1) to alwways (5) are associated with a steady increase in logit values : -2.46, -1.28, .29, 1.77, and 3.21 . Thus, we know that higher response options on the 5-point category do, in fact, correspond to higher levels of agreement with the items and, thus, with more of the targeted dimension (e.g., Interest). This finding is crucial and very supportive of the meaningful assessment of the interest attitude construct.
In summary, the analysis of how well the items spanned the attitude continuum defined by the respective dimensions lends further support to meaningful interpretations of the targeted dimensions on the My Class Activities instrumcnt. Also, we conclude that the 5-point frequency response categories operate properly for these items and people and contribute to the supportive construct validity findings. 
Reliability
Item analysis and alpha internal consistency reliability information are presented in Table 3 . Overall, the grades 6-8 alpha coefficient estimates of the subscores ranged from .75 to .92. Stable internal consistency estimates across grade-level data were found. For the items defining each dimension in Table 3 
Summrnary and Conclusions
Given the evidence of validity and reliability reported here as used with mLiddle school students, we suggest that My Class Activities can be used in both evaluation and research. This instrurment can provide insight into middle school classrooms regarding affective dirnensions from students' points of view, Information gained through the Lise of this instrurment can provide teachers feedback and, thus, help them to set goals to improve their classroom climate with respect to interest, challenge, choice, and enjoymentall factors that are tied to motivation and learning in the lite-ature. This instrumernt has the potential to help educators set goals and increase learning within classrooms by focusing on areas shown by the literature to positively affect student learning. Since the dimneasions assessed by this instrument are often used in gifted education programming, this instrument showud be a useful evaluation tool for such programs (e.g., magnet schools, cluster classrooms, pull-out programs) by providing affective student perceptions concerning these programs. With recent and renewed efforts toward differentiation of curriculum and instruction 'e.g., Tomlinson, 1999) , this instrument can assist researchers and educators in assessment of how such efforts meet the needs of students from different ability or achievement levels. For example, when using tiered lessons, is the level of challenge appropriate for the different groups of students? Or, when using flexible grouping by interest, do students perceive their activities as interesting? Further, Miy Class Activities can be usedl to assist researchers who wish to measure student attitudes about school by providing data regarding how students view their classrooms in the context of a specific treatment being studied.
Previous research has reported similar findings concerning the validity and reliability of Mly Class Activities for use with elementary students 'Gentry, Rizza, & Gable, 2001) . Future evidence of construct validity could be obtained by correlating scores from the interest, enjovment, and choice dimensions with student classroom achievement. Another area for future research might also include investigating the predictive validity of this nstrument with respect to dropping out of school. In this type of study, the instrument would be administered in, grades 7 or 8, and the relationship between scores on the instrument and dropping out of school would be examined. 
